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1. Man’s Quest for God: Studies in Prayer and Symbolism, pp95-98 

I did not come to the University of Berlin because I did not know the idea of the good, but to learn why 

the idea of the good is valid, why and whether values had meaning. Yet I discovered that values sweet to 

taste proved sour in analysis; the prototypes were firm, the models flabby. Must speculation and 

existence remain like two infinite parallel lines that never meet?... 

In those months in Berlin I went through moments of profound bitterness. I felt very much alone with 

my own problems and anxieties. I walked alone in the evenings through the magnificent streets of 

Berlin. I admired the solidity of the architecture, the overwhelming power and drive of a dynamic 

civilisation. There were concerts, theatres, and lectures by famous scholars about the latest theories and 

inventions, and I was pondering whether to go to the new Max Reinhardt play or to a lecture about the 

theory of relativity. 

Suddenly I noticed the sun had gone down, evening had arrived. From what time may one recite the 

Shema in the evening? I had forgotten God – I had forgotten Sinai – I had forgotten that sunset is my 

business – that my task is ‘to restore the world to the kingship of the Lord.’ So I began to utter the words 

of the evening prayer. Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who by His word brings on 

the evenings.... 

On that evening in the streets of Berlin, I was not in a mood to pray. My heart was heavy, my soul was 

sad. It was difficult for the lofty words of prayer to break through the dark clouds of my inner life. But 

how would I dare not to pray? How would I dare to miss an evening prayer? ‘Out of eimah, out of fear of 

God do we read the Shema’ 

 

The Sabbath – Its Meaning for Modern Man (1951) 
Does the week serve Shabbat or does Shabbat serve the week? 

 

2. Philo, De Specialibus Legibus, II:60 

On this day we are commanded to abstain from all work, not because the law inculcates slackness... its 

object is rather to give man relaxation from continuous and unending toil and by refreshing their bodies 

with a regularly calculated system of remissions to send them out renewed to their old activities. For a 

breathing spell enables not merely ordinary people but athletes also to collect their strength with a 

stronger force behind them to undertake promptly and patiently each of the tasks set before them. 

 

3. A.J. Heschel, The Sabbath, p14 

To the Biblical mind labour is the means toward an end, and the Sabbath as a day of rest is not for the 

purpose of recovering one’s lost strength and becoming fit for the forthcoming labour. The Sabbath is a 

day for the sake of life. Man is not a beast of burden, and the Sabbath is not for the purpose of 

enhancing the efficiency of his work. “Last in creation, first in intention”, the Sabbath is “the end of the 

creation of heaven and earth”. 
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The Sabbath is not for the sake of the weekdays; the weekdays are for the sake of the Sabbath. It is not 

an interlude but the climax of living. 

 

Time vs. Space 

4. A.J. Heschel, The Sabbath, pp3-10 

Technical civilisation is man’s conquest of space. It is a triumph frequently achieved by sacrificing an 

essential ingredient of existence, namely, time. In technical civilisation, we expend time to gain space. 

To enhance our power in the world of space is our main objective. Yet to have more does not mean to 

be more. The power we attain in the world of space terminates abruptly at the borderline of time. But 

time is the heart of existence. 

To gain control of the world of space is certainly one of our tasks. The danger begins when in gaining 

power in the realm of space we forfeit all aspirations in the realm of time, there is a realm of time where 

the goal is not to have but to be, not to own but to give, not to control but to share, not to subdue but 

to be in accord. Life goes wrong when the control of space, the acquisition of things of space, becomes 

our sole concern... 

Judaism is a religion of time aiming at the sanctification of time. Unlike the space-minded man to whom 

time is unvaried, iterative, homogenous, to whom all hours are alike, qualitiless, empty shells, the Bible 

senses the diversified character of time. There are no two hours alike. Every hour is unique and the only 

one given at the moment, exclusive and endlessly precious. 

While the festivals celebrate events that happened in time, the date of the month assigned for each 

festival in the calendar is determined by the life in nature. Pesach and Succot for example, both coincide 

with the full moon, and the date of all festivals is a day in the month, and the month is a reflection of 

what goes on periodically in the realm of nature, since the Jewish month begins with the new moon, 

with the reappearance of the lunar crescent in the evening sky. In contrast the Sabbath is entirely 

independent of the month and unrelated to the moon. Its date is not determined by any event in 

nature, such as the new moon, but by the act of creation. Thus the essence of the Sabbath is completely 

detached from the world of space. 

The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than space. Six days a week we live under the 

tyranny of things of space; on the Sabbath we try to become attuned to holiness in time. It is a day on 

which we are called upon to share what is eternal in time, to turn from the results of creation to the 

mystery of creation; from the world of creation to the creation of the world. 

 

The Sabbath and Freedom 

 

5. A.J. Heschel, The Sabbath, pp 89-90 

Nothing is as hard to suppress as the will to be a slave to one’s own pettiness. Gallantly, ceaselessly, 

quietly, man must fight for inner liberty. Inner liberty depends upon being exempt from domination of 

things as well as from domination of people. There are many who have acquired a high degree of 

political and social liberty, but only very few are not enslaved to things. This is our constant problem – 

how to live with people and remain free, how to live with things and remain independent. 
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In a moment of eternity, while the taste of redemption was still fresh to the former slaves, the people of 

Israel were given the Ten Commandments. In its beginning and end the Decalogue deals with the liberty 

of man. The first Word – I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the Land of Egypt, out of the 

house of bondage – reminds him that his outer liberty was given to him by God, and the tenth Word – 

Thou shalt not covet! – reminds him that he must achieve his inner liberty. 

 

6. The Sabbath, p28, (‘its meaning for modern man’) 

To set apart one day a week for freedom, a day on which we would not use the instruments which have 

been so easily turned into weapons of destruction, a day for being with ourselves, a day of detachment 

from the vulgar, of independence of external obligations, a day on which we stop worshipping the idols 

of technical civilisation, a day on which we use no money, a day or armistice in the economic struggle 

with our fellow man and the forces of nature – is there any institution that holds out a greater hope for 

man’s progress than the Sabbath?  

 

The Prophets (1962) 

 

7. What Manner of Man is the Prophet? ‘The Prophets’, p3 

What manner of man is the prophet? A student of philosophy who turns from the discourses of the 

great metaphysicians to the orations of the prophets may feel as if he were going from the realm of the 

sublime to an area of trivialities. Instead of dealing with the timeless issues of being and becoming, of 

matter and form, of definitions and demonstrations, he is thrown into orations about widows and 

orphans, about the corruption of judges and affairs of the market place. Instead of showing us a way 

through the elegant mansions of the mind, the prophets take us to the slums. The world is a proud 

place, full of beauty, but the prophets are scandalised, and rave as if the whole world were a slum. They 

make much ado about paltry things, lavishing excessive language upon trifling subjects. What if 

somewhere in ancient Palestine poor people have not been treated properly by the rich? Why such 

immoderate excitement? Why such intense indignation? 

The things that horrified the prophets are even now daily occurrences all over the world. There is no 

society to which Amos’s words would not apply. 

Hear this, you who trample upon the needy, 

And bring the poor of the land to an end, 

Saying: When will the new moon be over 

That we may sell grain, 

And the Sabbath, 

That we may offer wheat for sale, 

That we may make the ephah small and the shekel great, 

And deal deceitfully with false balances, 

That we may buy the poor for silver, 

And the needy for a pair of sandals, 

And sell the refuse of the wheat? 

Amos 8:4-6 
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8. One Octave Too High, ‘The Prophets’, p.9 

We and the prophet have no language in common. To us the moral state of society, for all its stains and 

spots, seems fair and trim; to the prophet it is dreadful. So many deeds of charity are done, so much 

decency radiates day and night; yet to the prophet satiety of the conscience is prudery and flight from 

responsibility. Our standards are modest; our sense of injustice tolerable, timid; our moral indignation 

impermanent; yet human violence is interminable, unbearable, permanent... The prophet’s ear 

perceives the silent sigh. 

 

9. God and Man, ‘The Prophets’, pp224-231 

God responds to human beings in an intimate and subjective manner experiencing joy or sorrow, 

pleasure or wrath. He has a stake in the human situation... Man is not only an image of God; he is a 

perpetual concern of God. Whatever man does affects not only his own life, but also the life of God 

insofar as it is directed to man. The import of man raises him beyond the level of mere creature. He is a 

consort, a partner, a factor in the life of God. 

Man’s attitudes may affect the life of God, who stands in an intimate relation to His world... God is never 

neutral, never beyond good and evil. 

 

Heschel as Political and Social Activist 

The Civil-Rights Movement and Interfaith Dialogue 

‘Praying with my legs’ 
 

10. Interview on NBC-TV, 1972, ten days before his death 

Early in my life, my great love was for learning, studying. And the place where I preferred to live was my 

study and books and writing and thinking. I’ve learned from the prophets that I have to be involved in 

the affairs of man, in the affairs of suffering man 

 

11. On marching with King at Selma as related by his family 

‘I felt that my legs were praying... I so regret that the vast numbers of Jews participating in it [the civil 

rights movement] are unaware of what it means in terms of the prophetic traditions’ 

 

12. Martin Luther King, speaking at Heschel’s 60th Birthday Celebrations 

Heschel is indeed a truly great prophet. Here and there we find those who refuse to remain silent 

behind the safe security of stained glass windows, and they are forever seeking to make the great 

ethical insights of our Judeo-Christian heritage relevant in this day and in this age. I feel that Rabbi 

Heschel is one of the person who is relevant at all times, always standing with prophetic insights to us 

through these difficult days. 
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13. On the importance of Jewish involvement with Vatican II - ‘From Mission to Dialogue’, 1967 

A good many people in our midst still think in terms of an age during which Judaism wrapped itself in 

spiritual isolation... Nowadays involvement has replaced isolation. The emancipation has not only given 

us rights, it has also imposed obligations... 

While we pray that all human beings will call upon God, we abstain from conversion and regard any 

attempt at depriving a person of his noble faith, of his heritage as an act of arrogance... The premise 

underlying both religions, namely, whether there is a pathos, a divine reality concerned with the destiny 

of man which mysteriously impinges upon history. The supreme issue is whether we are alive or dead to 

the challenge and the expectation of the living Gog. The crisis engulfs us all... unless we learn how to 

help one another we will only weaken one another. 

 

14. Heschel’s Four Recommendations to the Vatican Council, May 1962 

I. That the Church brand anti-Semitism as a sin and condemn all false teachings such as that which 

holds the Jewish people responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus and sees in every Jew a murderer 

of Christ 

II. That Jews be recognised as Jews... and that the council recognise the integrity and continuing 

values of Jews and Judaism 

III. That Christians be made familiar with Jews and Judaism 

IV. That a high-level commission be set up at the Vatican, with the task of erasing prejudice and 

keeping a watch on Christian-Jewish relations everywhere 

 

15. John C. Bennett, president of Union Theological Seminary in a eulogy for Heschel 

Abraham Heschel belonged to the entire American religious community. I know of no other person of 

whom this was so true. He was profoundly Jewish in his spiritual and cultural roots, in his closeness to 

Jewish suffering, in his religious commitment, in his love for the nation and land of Israel and in the 

quality of his religious presence. And yet he was a religious inspiration to Christians and to many 

searching people beyond the familiar religious boundaries. Christians are nourished in their own faith by 

his vision and his words. 

I truly believe that there has been a radical break in the minds of both Catholics and Protestants with 

their evil past of anti-Judaism... I have great confidence that this turning point has at last come, this 

turning away from so cruel and wicked a history and that Abraham Heshcel has had an enormous 

influence in what one may call the consolidation of this change. 

 

16. Pope Paul VI address at the Vatican, January 31st 1973 (one month after Heschel’s death) 

Even before we have been moved in search of God, God has come in search of us 

 

17. Samuel Dresner, ‘A.J. Heschel, Ten Years After His Death’, 1982, p5 

Abraham Joshua Heschel died on the Sabbath in his sleep, on 23 December 1972. At his bedside were 

two books: one a Hasidic classic, the other a work on the war in Vietnam. The combination was 

symbolic. The two books represented two different worlds – eternal spirit and mundane present, 

mysticism and diplomacy, heaven and earth. Most choose one or the other. Heschel refused to ignore 

either, preferring to live in the tension of the polarity. 


